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ABSTRACT 

This investigation compared self*-talk use in five 
preschool autistic children (ages 57 to 86 months) and in matched 
chronological age and mental age peer groups. Videotape recordings of 
the children during free play with and without an adult were coded 
for the following self-talk categories: (1) private, mastery speech; 
(2) stereotypic repetitions; (3) word play; (4) self-regulative 
speech; (5) utterances; and (6) mouthing of words. All three groups 
exhibited fewer instances of self-talk in the presence of adults than 
without an adult. The autistic children demonstrated a similar 
pattern of self-talk with adults as did their control peers. Autistic 
children showed less consistency in behaviors between the adult 
present and adult absent situation than did controls; this was not 
felt to reflect their lack of response to adults in their 
environment, but rather to the high production of utterances and 
private mastery talk when they were not with an adult. (Contains six 
figures/tables.) (JDD) 
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Abstract 



This investigati(m compared self-talk use in presdiool autistic children and in matched CA 
and MA peer growps. Widtotapes taken of the children in the same day care cmtre were coded for 
self talk: a) private, mastery speedi , b) stereotypic repetitions, c) word play and d) self-regulative 
speech e) utterances and 0 mouthing of words. All three groups elicited fewer instances ti[ self 
talk in the presence c( adults than without an adult The autistic children dem(»strated a similar 
pattern of self talk with adults as their centred peers. The findings were discussed in terms d[ 
intervention during adult absent {day. 
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The purpose of this investigation was to explore the nature and use of different types of self 
talk in normal and autistic childrea A stereotypic representation of autism would include echolalia 
as one form of self talk. In nonnal development self-talk is viewed from three primary 
perspectives. Hrst, self-talk serves as private speech which is ncm-oxmnunicative. but which aids 
the child in working through problems (Vygotsky. 1962). Second, woxl-play may provide a 
pleasure in of itself, as the child acquires new abilities. Third, self-regulative speech permits a 
child to restate to self instructions from others. Rogers & rtnnington (1991) indicate that the 
autistic child's understanding of words is limited to association with envirxwmental events and 
happen-stancc. Although language usage has been found wanting in the autistic child, autistic 
children appear to demonstrate some knowledge of Uie self and other (Roger & Pcnningtoji, 
1991). A basic question to understanding autistic development is whether it is a delay more 
characteristic of younger, normal children. Thus, this investigation compared self-talk use in 
autistic children as compared to its usage in matched verbal MA and CA peers. Since 
environmental conditions may impact cm language production tiie children were observed in free 
play with adult and free play without adult 

Method 

five children formally classified with Infantile Autism (Pervasive Developmental 
Disorders) attended a provindally funded day care center and were integrated fully into a regular 
program. Each of these children were matched with two children in the day care center on the 
basis of CA or MA. In addition, gender, birth order and SES were used in matching. The mean 
age of the autistic children was 69.6 mths., SD = 11.6 mths. (range 57-86 mths.) the mean age of 
the CA match group was 63.2 mths., SD - 8.2 mths. (range 57-88 mths. ), and the average age of 
the MA match was 41.8 mths., SD = &8 mths. (range 32-54 mths). The children in the autistic 
group had a mean MA of 34.6 mths., SD = 31.9 mths (range 0^) on the PPVT-R (Dunn 3c 
Dunn. 1981). Their matched CA controls had a mean MA of 76.2 mths. , 5D = 8.6 (range 57- 
88). The MA group had a mean age of 45.4, SD = 157, (27-60 mths). 
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The children attended the same day care centre which had 48 children and 16 staff. 
Although children were {daced CA into groups for eating and structured activities, all the 
children were exposed to a similar program, physical environment, equipment and peer group. 
The five diildren who were dassifled as autistic each bad a primary caregiver who mcxiitored the 
activity of the child throughout the day. All of the chUdren had been attending the day care for a 
minimum of six months. 

Each child was videotaped in free i^ay for 10 minutes a) without an adult and b) with an 
adult The children were videotaped randomly wi A the conditions being counterbalanced. The 
videotapes were coded according to a revised version of Kerr (1976). Inter-rater agreement 
between two skilled coders was 92%. A third coder reviewed the tapes when there were instances 
of disagreement and further review of the tapes occurred. 

Results 

The instances of self talk were coded as a) i»ivate, nasteiy speech , b) stereotyjMC 
repetitions, c) word play, d) self-regulative speech e) utterances, and 0 mouthing or movement 
lips . The total number of each sdf talk category was analyzed. An additonal category 6[ 
mouthing objects was added to the analyses as shown in Hgures 1 and 2. The descriptive statistics 
for the adult present and adult absent groups are provided in Tables 1 and 2. 



Insert Tables 1, 2. amd 3 about here 

Partial correlations for all the self talk categories are given in Table 3. Analysis for eadi 
group produced significant ooiTtlati(ms. In the CA group, utterances with an adult were related to 
mouthing words in the adult absent condition (r = -.91, p < .03), stereotypic vocalizations 
without an adult present ( r = .85, p < .05). and self-regulatory speech without an adult ( r - 
.85, p < .05). Use d* private mastery with an adult was related to production of utterances 
without an adult ( r = .91. p < .03). Word play with adult and word play without an adult ( 
.88. p < .05). word flay and stereotypic prodiA;tions without an adult ( r s .95. p < .006). and 
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wcxd play without an adult and self regulatory responses without an adult (r ? .95, p < .006) 
were correlated For the MA group in the adult present situations, utterances were associated with 
mouthing words ( r 99, 0003). For tfie autistic group witfi adult present, utteruwes and 
stereotypic responses(r =:.88, p<05), stereotypic responses and mouthing objects (rs. 99, p 
<.00Q3), self regulatory and private mastery speech (r =.SK^, 0003) were relatedUtterances 
withoutanadultwereassociated with stereotypic responses with an adult (r :s.88, p<.QS)and 
mouthing words with an adult ( r s .96, p < .001) . 



Insert Figures 1, 2, and 3 



The autistic children produced mxxt utterances than the other two groups, F (2, 12) ^ 4.2. 
p ^ .04. This difference was primarily due to the difference between the autistic children and the 
CA contrc^s (Bronferroni/Duim critical difference = 2.7, p ^ .07). There were no overall 
differences in amount of self talk amongst the groups. 

There were no differences in the number of behavicxs disf^ayed in each self talk categoiy in 
the presence of adults. Without an aduit present there was a dight tendency towards a difference in 
the display of behaviors (Knisal-Wal!lis test, df^ 4.9, p <06). As seen in Hgure 3, 
private masteiy tended to occur more frequently without an adult present Both ncxmal and autistic 
children evidenced less self talk when with an a(i4ilt than when engaged in free play widiout an 
adult, and specifically use less private and less self-regulative spw^L 

Condusicxi 

There were no differences in children's self talk when they were with an adult In the presence of 
an adult, tte diild mxt often may peimit the adult to guide activity and engage in interactive 
problem*8olving and socializing. The finding that autistic diildren diowed less consistent in 
behaviors between the adult present and adult absent situation tfian their MA and CA controls may 
not reflect their lack of response to the adults in their environment, but rather their high production 
of utterances and private masteiy talk when tfiey are not with an adult 
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The autistic children pioduced no self masteiy talk when with the adult, but engaged in 
such talk when they were not with an adulL Due to the high frequencies of utteiances and private 
masteiy talk, the autistic children had the highest overaU sdf talk production of the three groups 
when an adult was absent The role and function of these behaviois is not dear. It is suggested 
from the findings that utteiances produced when an individual is without an adult may replace 
stereotypic response, mouthing of rejects and words when the autistic child is with an adult 
These latter behaviois may be less intrusive on the adult and, therefore, receive fewer 
interventicms. 

Further analyses are being conducted on the nature of child's activity when producing such 
behaviors. The utterances may be associated with unfocused motor activity. Whereas, the private 
mastery speech may aid the child in problem solving activities. In addition, the statements must be 
restricted due to the sam{de size. 

This study suggests that autistic children do demonstrate a similar pattern of self talk with 
adults as peers in a fashion similar to their MA and CA control. However, it also demonstrates that 
this similar pattern does not extend to situations where the adult is not present At an applied 
level, technological mechanisms should be promoted for the use of private and sdf regulative 
speech by autistic children while alcme or witii peers. 
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FIGURE 2. SELF TALK nCTIUITIES IN PLflV 
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FIGURE 3. MEAN NUMBER OF CATEGORY 



OCCURRENCES WITHOUT ADULT 
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